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against cloning by another two
years. By the autumn of 2005,
both the scientific and the political
context of such a convention may
be different. By then, the Bush
administration, which had acted
against the clear recommendation
of its National Academy may have
been replaced. And the German
government may have managed
to win the backing of its own
parliament in this important
question. 
The German government also
got a boost last month from a vote
in the European parliament to
allow European Union funds to be
spent on stem cell research in
spite of bitter opposition from
some campaign groups. The
move puts pressure on member
governments to free between 40
and 50 million euros for studies to
use cells from human embryos.
MEPs voted by 291 to 235 to
support new quality and safety
standards for ‘the manipulation of
tissues and cells’ after intense
lobbying by patient groups and
medical researchers.
The highly divisive issue split
the parliament down the middle
earlier this year. However the
landmark decision is not binding
and the last word will remain with
member states. They will
ultimately decide whether to lift a
moratorium that prevents cash
from Brussels being spent on
such experiments.
Sweden, Finland, Greece, the
Netherlands and Britain allow
harvesting stem cells from so-
called supernumerary embryos —
ones that are the result of in vitro
fertilization — under certain
conditions. Britain is the only EU
country at present that allows the
creation of embryos for stem cell
procurement.
Some Catholic countries such
as Italy, Portugal and Austria may
continue to oppose the proposals.
‘No country is forced to do
anything they believe is wrong but
ethical issues are matters for
national parliaments to decide,’
said David Bowe, a Labour MEP.
Michael Gross is a science writer in
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The British government has made
a commitment to increase
spending on university research,
but the mechanisms by which it
assesses and allocates funds is
drawing increasing criticism from a
growing number of corners.
The UK’s leading science
academy has called on the
government to launch a
fundamental overhaul of university
research funding, warning that the
current system is burdensome,
outdated and in need of reform.
The Royal Society says that
universities are labouring under a
funding structure established three
decades ago in a ‘simpler and very
different world.’ The society
accuses the government of
tinkering with small-scale reviews
of research funding while failing to
examine the whole.
The key to the problem, it
argues, is the so-called dual
support system, under which
university research is funded
through research councils, which
fund direct project costs, and
through the higher education
funding councils, which distribute
infrastructure money.
Meeting the demands of both
strands burdens universities with
‘huge human and institutional
costs,’ says the society’s
president, Robert May.
An analysis put the cost of the
most recent research assessment
exercise, conducted periodically
since 1986 and used to share out
infrastructure funds, at £360
million. Academics say money
from the two funding sources are
distributed in broadly the same
way, despite requiring two
separate processes. ‘The time has
come to stop rearranging the deck
chairs on two entirely different
ships which ultimately have the
same direction,’ says May.
The Royal Society’s criticism
follows a report by the vice-
chancellors’ organization,
Universities UK, which attacked
government moves to concentrate
research funding in a few elite
universities. It argued the move led
to the loss of thousands of jobs
without improving the quality of
research. The substantial charitable
sector funding biomedical research
is also unhappy about suggestions
that funding from charities will not
be included as a factor in the
research assessment exercise. The
director of the Wellcome Trust, the
largest British research funding
charity, said: ‘This will reduce the
support received by many of the
UK’s most research-intensive
universities and move funds away
from biomedical sciences’.
‘It is the fundamental belief of
the Wellcome Trust that we fund
university research in partnership
with the government. We meet the
full direct costs of the work - the
costs of reagents and equipment,
and the salaries of technical staff
and many principal investigators.
But we expect research
environments — laboratories,
libraries, personnel departments
and so on — to be provided by the
government,’ says Walport. 
‘That is not to say that charities
should not contribute to indirect
costs. We have been enormous
contributors to infrastructure,
paying for buildings, staff and
equipment,’ he adds.
The combined assaults mean the
government faces criticism of the
proposed strategy on university
research and of the mechanism
required to fund it. Lord May also
criticizes the research assessment
exercise, saying it has become
more burdensome and bureau-
cratic. He said that, while initially it
proved effective in prompting a
flurry of long-postponed research,
it has now ‘been perverted by many
into a one-dimensional totem of the
prestige of a university department,
and ultimately of the institution
itself.’ He says the exercise ‘has
also promoted behaviours that play
to the rules of the game, which may
be different from those which serve
research excellence’.
‘Funding councils are between a
rock and a hard place. They do not
have enough money to sustain a
world-class science base. Such
sustainability will be reached only
through consistent investment
from government in partnership
with the charities,’ says Walport.
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Britain’s system of funding
university research is under fire as
outdated. Nigel Williams reports.
